Poverty and Wealth

Don Closson examines the arguments in Ronald Nash’s book
Poverty and Wealth: Why Socialism Doesn’t Work and concludes
that capitalism is compatible with biblical ethics.

It’'s disheartening to meet young Christians who are convinced
of the immorality of capitalism and the free market system.
Sincere Christians often quote the second chapter of Acts
which describes how the church in Jerusalem held all things in
common as proof that socialism or collectivism is more
biblical than the free market. Sometimes they use the Marxist
critique that “poor nations are poor because rich nations
oppress them.” It’s wunusual to meet students who
wholeheartedly endorses capitalism. They recognize that it
works well enough to make the U.S. the richest nation on
earth, but it’s not something to be proud of or openly
endorse.

There continues to be a heated debate in our
country over which economic system is the most just
and best able to weather the inevitable economic
ups and downs in today’s complex worldwide economy.
Christians wonder if capitalism 1is inherently
incompatible with Christian ethics. Is it driven by greed and
self-interest alone? Does it thrive on oppression? Does it
conflict with a biblical view of human nature?
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Ronald Nash’s book Poverty and
Wealth: Why Socialism Doesn’t Work{l} faces these questions
head on and concludes that free market capitalism leads to
abundance and political freedom because it is based on the
laws of economics and the truth about human nature. Social and
economic programs that ignore these laws will inevitably cause
more harm than good. Even more importantly, Nash argues that
capitalism is compatible with biblical ethics. He writes,

Capitalism is quite simply the most moral system, the most
effective system, and the most equitable system of economic
exchange. When capitalism, the system of free economic
exchange, is described fairly, there can be no question that
it, rather than socialism or interventionism, comes closer
to matching the demands of the Biblical ethic.{2}

In order to understand Dr. Nash’s point we will define some
basic economic concepts and compare capitalism with socialism
and interventionism. Neither Dr. Nash’s book nor I question
the intentions of Christians who have accepted Marxist
solutions, but we do question their wisdom. In the words of
Dr. Nash,
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“Unfortunately, many Christians act as though the only thing
that counts is intention. But when good intentions are not
wedded to sound theory, especially sound economic theory,
good intentions can often result in actions that produce
consequences directly opposite to those we planned.”

Even the acceptance of free markets by China and Eastern
Europe have not swayed the true believer of Marxist thinking.
Our young people will encounter a Marxist critique of
capitalism and the free market system at some point in their
education. As parents we owe it to our children to have an
answer to their certain questions.

The Market System

The market system is the set of rules that creates a voluntary
system of exchange resulting in the price, selection, and
quantity of products that are made and sold in an economy.
Those who support capitalism believe that both parties benefit
from the voluntary exchange of goods and services. Marxists,
on the other hand, often argue that the free market system
results in a win/lose relationship. What are the rules that
define a free market system and what role should government
play in maintaining it?

The rules of a free market system are simple. First, people
should not be coerced into making economic exchanges. This
means that they should be free from force, fraud, or theft.
Another rule is that people must honor their contracts to buy
or sell with another party. Just as local government provides
for the traffic signals in a town, government is responsible
for enforcing the basic rules of the free market. Traffic
signals create order out of potential chaos on our roads.
Likewise, the rules of the free market system create order out
of potential economic chaos. But in neither case do the rules
tell people where to go or what to trade. Both systems are
neutral to an individual’s personal goals.



The decentralized actions of producers and consumers encourage
the production of a vast array of products at prices that
people are willing to pay. These goods and services are
produced, not because someone is forced to, but because they
know that by satisfying needs they can earn an income and
satisfy their own desires. Free market capitalism is based on
this principle of mutual accommodation. The market also
encourages the efficient use of resources. Price is a factor
of demand for a product and the scarcity of its components. It
is the market which takes into account an almost infinite
number of decisions and variables to make goods available at
the best possible price. Profits and losses within the market
encourage producers to move into or out of the production of a
given item. Inefficient production or over-production of an
item will result in losses sufficient enough to change a
producer’s behavior.

Government 1is necessary for enforcing the basic rules of a
free market economy. Its interest should be to make sure that
justice prevails, and to ensure the common good. This includes
the right to own and exchange property, the enforcement of
contracts, as well as laws forbidding the use of force, fraud,
and theft. If the government itself begins to intervene beyond
this role, it becomes a detriment to the market and can itself
become the source of injustice. A system based on, or highly
influenced, by government coercion cannot be called a free
market system.

Capitalism vs. Socialism

A former president of the Evangelical Theological Society has
written that capitalism violates “the basic ethical principles
of Christianity” and that there is an essential political and
economic dimension to the Kingdom of God which capitalism
defiles. This thinking has the effect of placing supporters of
capitalism among the heretics and against the Kingdom of God.
Does capitalism really violate the gospel message and a



biblical worldview? Does socialism offer the only righteous
means for creating and distributing wealth?

Capitalism argues that individuals have the right to make
decisions about what they own. This not only assumes the right
to own property, but to exchange what one owns for something
else, and to be free from force in the form of fraud, theft,
or the violation of a contract. The moral base of “thou shalt
not steal” and “thou shalt not lie” are essential to the
success of a capitalistic system. In fact, these basic rules
of capitalism are very similar to an 0ld Testament view of
righteousness which focused on the completion of covenant
agreements. God is considered a righteous God partially
because He fulfills His covenants with His creation.

Marxists love to point to examples like the Philippines under
Ferdinand Marcos in order to criticize capitalism. This
corrupt regime can surely be criticized, but not as an example
of capitalism. It is representative of what might be called an
interventionist economy. There are three general types of
economies: capitalist, interventionist, and socialist.
Capitalism and socialism are at the two ends of the continuum
with interventionism in the middle. The two opposites
represent two possible means of exchange. Capitalism 1is
defined by its advocacy of free or peaceful exchange, allowing
individual choice regarding the use of personal property.
Socialism is defined by centralized planning, using force to
get individuals to conform to its decisions. A system becomes
less capitalistic and more interventionist as more and more
economic decisions are coerced by the government. It becomes
socialistic when basic needs are met only by the government,
forcing people to deal with it exclusively. The ideal of
capitalism is freedom; the ideal of socialism is forced
compliance with government planning.

Critics of capitalism condemn economic systems in which
interest groups use the power of government to intervene on
their behalf, forcing consumers via taxes or mandates to spend



their money or use their talents in a way they would not
freely choose. But this isn’t capitalism; 1it’s
interventionism, and unfortunately a pretty good description
of where the U.S. 1is headed.

Economic Systems and Human Nature

Is capitalism the primary cause of world poverty? Although the
Bible does teach that exploitation is one cause of poverty, it
also teaches that it results from indigence and sloth as well
as accidents, injuries, and illness. When the prophet Amos
condemned the Jews for forcing the poor to give them grain,
for taking bribes, and depriving the oppressed justice, he was
highlighting violations of free market capitalism as well.

Some believe that capitalism is built on greed, which the
Bible condemns. However, the Bible does teach a certain level
of self-interest. For example, 1 Timothy 5:8 1is critical of
anyone who does not provide for the needs of his family. And
although selfishness exists in capitalistic countries, it is
not inherent to the system; it is inherent to humanity. Either
we allow people to make choices based on their own self-
interest and moral virtue, or we turn those decisions over to
a central government. Could it be naive to think that
government officials will use wealth in a morally superior way
to those outside of government? History teaches that when
power is centralized it has the tendency to be abused.

In a non-coercive free market environment, those who serve the
needs of others will prosper. As long as the rule of law
prevails and the government isn’t allowed to stack the deck
for one particular group against another, the market protects
us from the greed of others. The free market is by definition
one place where coercion is not possible.

Socialists contend that competition is another evil of
capitalism, but 1is competition itself an evil? We can agree



that using force, fraud, or theft to compete is morally wrong,
but can we really say that all competition is wrong? Scarcity
demands competition; as long as resources are limited we will
find some competitive means for allocating them. Socialist
societies use long waiting lines and bureaucratic red tape to
dole out limited goods, and competition is intense for
political positions that result in material gain.

There are only two ways to resolve conflict that results from
scarcity. One 1is by force, the other is by free market
competition. Non-violent free market competition has helped to
alleviate the effects of scarcity by stirring people to high
levels of excellence in manufacturing and services. Socialist
countries are not usually known for the quantity or quality of
their goods and services.

Economist Walter Williams notes that “Capitalism has a strong
bias toward serving the common man. . . . Political allocation
of resources, regardless of its stated purpose, is strongly
biased in favor of the elite.”{3} Maybe that is why the elite
have such disdain for capitalism.

Critiquing Socialism

Highly collectivist economies are not known for producing what
people need at a price they can afford. In the 1920s,
economist Ludwig von Mises showed why central planners can
never replace the market: they are unable to gather the
necessary information to plan accurately. The market system
provides incentives to both producers and buyers that are
missing in socialistic countries. Under socialism “rewards are
not related to effort and commercial risk-taking, but to party
membership, bureaucratic status, political fiat and
corruption.”{4} Sociologist Peter Burger writes, “Simply put,
Socialist equality is shared poverty by serfs, coupled with
the monopolization of both privilege and power by a small
(increasingly hereditary) aristocracy.”{5}



One evangelical writer contends that Marxism has “a deep
compassion for people. Unlike present political systems—big
business, even the Church-it [Marxism] does not seem to have
any particular vested interests to defend.”{6} In other words,
only Marxists really care about people. However, history has
not been kind to Marxist collectivism. Some of the worst human
rights records have been accumulated by Marxist regimes in the
U.S5.S.R., China, Cambodia, North Korea and Cuba. I find it
hard to imagine that the millions who died at the hands of
Stalin, Mao Tse Tung, or the Khmer Rouge were very impressed
by the compassion of their nation’s Marxist leaders.

But what about the example in Acts of all Christians sharing
their goods in common or of Barnabas selling his property for
the good of other believers? What some people miss 1is that
both of these examples are of individuals making free moral
choices to use their property for the good of others. They are
making free market decisions regarding their possessions. This
can only occur when individuals have the freedom to use their
possessions to help others. If all economic decisions are made
by centralized planners, moral choice 1is removed and the
option to act upon personal moral convictions is reduced.

Living within a capitalistic society allows believers to
exercise their personal responsibility to provide for the poor
and less fortunate. This has resulted in remarkable examples
of philanthropy in America and other capitalistic nations. In
fact, no other people on earth have given as much to other
nations as have Americans.

A properly functioning market system is an effective tool
against oppression and corruption because it promotes the rule
of law for all citizens. However, a strong moral system 1is
necessary to keep it from being controlled by special
interests. There are too many examples of economies that have
been shaped for the benefit of a few. Christ’s advocacy for
the poor should make us a strong moral barrier to this kind of
corruption.
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Woke Theology

We frequently hear the term “woke” in current discussions.
Campuses, corporations, and even some churches are described
as being woke. What does the term mean? How are these ideas
influencing society? Is there any connection to ESG mandates
and stakeholder capitalism? And how should Christians respond
to the influence of wokeness?

Definition of the Term

The term means that one is “awake” to the true nature of the
world at a time when so many in society are asleep. In his
book on Christianity and Wokeness, Owen Strachan explains that
“wokeness occurs when one embraces the system of thought
called critical race theory. CRT teaches that all societal
life is structured along racial power dynamics.”

According to this view, race is a “social construct,” not
biologically based, and merely exists in our imagination. This
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is one place where there might be some agreement between
wokeness and the Bible. The Bible teaches that we are “one
race.” Some translations, for example, for Acts 17:26 refer to
all humans as “one blood.” Another verse would be Galatians
3:28 which says, “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is
neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you
are all one in Christ Jesus.”

I have found that woke theology often surfaces in the non-
Christian world as a substitute religion. Woke theology also
surfaces in some churches that are legitimately concerned
about injustice. They want to be relevant to the cultural
dialogue and thus adopt wokeness.

These terms are sometimes misused, which is why Strachan also
devotes a section on explaining what wokeness is not. Here are
just five statements of the fifteen he discusses:

e Wanting societal harmony across backgrounds does not make
you woke.

e Seeing massive failings in American and Western history,
sustained patterns of racist thought, does not make you woke.

e Doing everything you can and know to do to build bonds with
people different from you in various ways does not make you
woke.

e Praying for greater diversity in your church through saving
of fellow sinners does not make you woke.

« Wanting greater justice in the world doesn’t make you woke.

In this article we will be looking at various aspects of woke
theology. What is the ideology? How does it relate to critical
race theory? What about corporations that have adopted a woke
ideology? And how can we as Christians respond to this current
cultural trend?



Woke Ideology

Wokeness includes the ideas of critical race theory and
antiracism but is broader than just these ideas about race and
racial justice. It also includes other social, legal, and even
environmental concerns. These ideas were first developed and
promoted on university campuses but have made their way into
government, corporations, and nearly every part of society.

It is most visible through the actions of people who call
themselves “social justice warriors.” Critics might describe
them as “virtue-signaling liberals” or merely call them “the
woke.” Whatever name you give to these groups, they have been
successful in influencing nearly every

institution in America and much of the Western world.

They use inflamed rhetoric and what one commentator calls “ex-
cathedra incantations of pseudo-values so absurd that only a
few years ago it would have seemed like they must be kidding.”
That’'s a fancy way of saying that you can’t believe people are
completely serious when they are saying crazy things about
race, gender, and science.

Much of this began on university campuses across the nation.
Professors promoted ideas about cultural transformation that
influenced the young minds who became the future opinion-
forming elite of today. These ideas were reinforced because of
a liberal media forming a feed-back loop between a leftist
academy and a liberal establishment media.

This is an important principle to understand. In the past, we
used to hear parents and others argue that the nutty ideas in
the heads of college students would fade away as they had to
earn a living and deal with the realities of the world of
business. What happened was the fact that these college
graduates found previous graduates 1in some of these
corporations who were woke soul mates. The woke ideas on
campus often became the foundational ideas in business and



government. The media continued to reinforce those crazy woke
ideas.

In her book, Awake: Not Woke, Noelle Mering explains how many
in this emerging generation do not believe they are defined as
being in the image of God but instead are called to fight evil
in society. They are merely one entity in a group identity
rather than someone made in the image and likeness of God.
They aren’t praised or criticized by their actions and
attitudes. Instead, they are elevated or condemned based on
their group, their racial background, or their gender. They
are not only being indoctrinated by critical theory on race
but also by critical theory on sex and gender. And obedience
to these ideas is achieved through thought and speech control.

Critical Race Theory

One aspect of wokeness is critical race theory. Critical
theory began at the University of Frankfurt’s Institute for
Social Research, which came to be known as the “Frankfurt
School.” The Frankfurt scholars fled to Columbia University’s
Teachers College in New York in 1934 to escape the Nazis.

Critical theory traces all social injustice to inequities in
power that are based on class, race, gender, or sexual
orientation. In classical Marxism, the focus was on class,
with the assumption that the working class would rise up
against the capitalist oppressors. By contrast, critical
theory is a form of cultural Marxism that seeks a radical
transformation of society by uprooting present social
authorities. Cultural Marxism retains basic Marxist
assumptions but advocated a “long march through the
institutions,” to quote a leading thinker, Antonio Gramsci.

You are either in power or out of power. If you are in power,
you are automatically discredited. If you are underprivileged,
you are immune from criticism. The underprivileged can make
demands, but they need not make arguments, since the whole



system, including basic rationality, 1is rigged against them.
This also means that the claims of critical race theory are
unfalsifiable.

At its core, critical race theory 1is impractical. James
Lindsay asks you to imagine you own a small tailor shop where
you must assist each customer individually. Two people enter
your store: one is white, and the other is black. If you
choose to serve the black person first, it shows you are
racist because you don’t trust a black person in the store
unsupervised. If you choose to serve the white person first,
it shows you are racist because you value white people over
black people.

How should we respond to these claims? First, the Bible
teaches that truth exists and can be discerned (Proverbs 30:5,
John 8:32, 2 Timothy 3:16). Racial bias may be a problem, but
the real impediment to proper biblical interpretation is our
sin (John 3:19-20). Proponents of the woke agenda reject
rational arguments and censor contrary ideas about race and
society.

Christians are to love God with our minds (Mark 12:30). We are
to “destroy arguments and every proud obstacle raised up
against the knowledge of God” because we are to “take every
thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Corinthians 10:4-5).

Second is the issue of grace. According to their view, members
of an “oppressor” race will never really be forgiven because
they will always be part of that race. By contrast, the Bible
teaches that we are guilty because we are sinful (Romans 3:23,
6:23) not because of our racial status. We cannot earn
salvation by good works because salvation is a gift of grace
(Ephesians 2:8-9). We are redeemed through Jesus Christ
(Romans 3:22-24).



Woke Corporations

Corporations that have gone woke have been increasingly
involved in politics. Here are just a few examples from the
last year.

When the Georgia legislature debated and then passed voter
integrity laws, the CEOs of several corporations took to the
media to express their displeasure. For example, the CEO of
Coca-Cola complained the voting law was oppressive, which then
brought attention to the fact that the company was doing
business in China with oppressive human rights violations. The
CEO of Delta Airlines complained about voter IDs as other
critics were reminding them that you couldn’t get on a Delta
flight without showing a form of ID. But if these Georgia laws
were supposedly an attempt at voter suppression, they failed
since the number of voters in the latest election set records.

Many of these companies seem to be reevaluating their past
actions. They can see the downward financial trajectory of
past woke companies. The common phrase “get woke, go broke”
seems to be true.

They also have noticed how members of Congress have responded.
Senator Rick Scott wrote an open letter to “Woke Corporate
America,” saying that he hoped they were having fun with their
virtue signaling and the attempts to one-up each other. But he
reminded them they destroyed working people’s jobs and
destroyed some small businesses.

Although there are some members in Congress who want to
pressure corporations to be 1less woke, there are other
significant pressures on these companies to be more woke. This
comes from the enforcing of ESG standards. The “E” stands for
environmental concerns. What is the company doing to address
the threat of climate change by lowering carbon emissions? The
“S"” stands for social and looks at the company’s relationship
with stakeholders (often called stakeholder capitalism). The



“G"” stands for governance and desires diversity on the board
of directors and corporate transparency.

While many of the ESG goals are admirable, recent examples
show how it has been used as a political tool against anyone
who dissents. A senior HSBC banker was canceled merely because
he correctly observed that some of the climate change rhetoric
was shrill and unsubstantiated.

Recently Tesla was removed from the S&P 500 ESG Index, even
though they are the largest producer of electric cars and a
few months ago had the fourth largest weighting in the index.
Could it be that this change had more to do with the words and
actions of Elon Musk than anything at Tesla?

How Should We Respond?

We are living in a time when we can be canceled for something
we say or even for our lack of enthusiasm for a particular
policy or piece of legislation. That is why Rod Dreher warns
us in his book, Live Not by Lies, of a coming “soft
totalitarianism.” The old, hard totalitarianism came from the
state (Germany, Russia) and was dedicated to the eradication
of Christianity. This new totalitarianism usually comes from
the Left in society but is also dedicated to the eradication
of Christianity.

The soft totalitarianism of today demands allegiance to a set
of progressive beliefs. Compliance is forced less by the state
than by elites who form public opinion, and by private
corporations that control our 1lives through technology.
Citizens won’t be taken away in handcuffs by the state, but
their lives will be devastated by Leftist elites that will do
what they can to destroy their lives.

Dissenters from the woke party line find their businesses,
careers, and reputations destroyed. They are pushed out of the
public square, stigmatized, canceled, and demonized as



racists, sexists, and homophobes.

His book is full of stories from Christians who endured hard
totalitarianism and provide us with models for how to address
this more insidious form of soft totalitarianism. Often this
1s coming from business and the media.

What is a biblical perspective on race and gender? Christians
and churches are facing persecution because many of these woke
ideas are contrary to Scripture. Nevertheless, many of these
woke ideas are making their way into the pulpits and Sunday
School classes of many churches.

Woke religion rejects the salvation of Christ and supplants it
with a utopian view that true salvation can be found 1in
environmental activism, racial activism, and stakeholder
capitalism. We can applaud young people looking to make the
world a better place, but they have put their allegiance into
a worldview contrary to biblical principles.

Woke faith at its core is atheistic and denies God and Christ.
Much of it is rooted in a Marxist view of the world. Second,
it also replaces the biblical idea of sin (Romans 3:23) with
salvation through environmental activism and racial struggle.
Third, it is a utopian vision that assumes we can create
“heaven on Earth” without Christ.

If we want to address real social problems in our society, we
need to come back to biblical principles. Many of the
successful social movements in the last two centuries
(abolition, suffrage, civil rights) rested on a biblical
foundation. We don’t need woke theology to bring salt and
light to our fallen world.
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Castro’s Staying Power

“I threw a rock at Castro!” my young friend beamed in our
junior high classroom. He had recently migrated to Miami, part
of a mass exodus fleeing the Cuban revolution.

Over the intervening years, many others have thrown rocks—real
and figurative—at El Comandante. An Energizer Bunny of world
rulers, he just kept on going. Only Britain’s queen and
Thailand’s king had served longer as heads of state when
Castro recently announced that, due to declining health, he
would not continue his presidency.

sSurvivor

The aging socialist warrior has staying power. The Guinness
Book of Records says his 4 hour and 29 minute UN speech in
1960 remains a UN record for length. His longest recorded
speech in Cuba lasted 7 hours 10 minutes.

Castro counts 634 attempts on his life, ranging from poison
pills to a toxic cigar. {1} Ten US presidents have served
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during his command. He survived the US-backed Bay of Pigs
invasion in 1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis the following
year.

I remember as a child sitting on our 1living room floor
watching JFK demand the Soviets remove their missiles. We were
only 235 miles away, well within range. The world approached
the brink, Khrushchev blinked, Fidel..and humanity..survived.

Several years later my parents’ airline flight was hijacked to
Cuba. Their surreal night in the Havana airport included
individual government interviews, genuine risk of not being
allowed to return to the US, and relief at finally taking off
for home.

The controversial dictator inspires affection from compatriots
who appreciate Cuba’s high literacy and universal health care.
Relatives of his political prisoners hold him in considerably
less regard. And Cuba’s economic woes are legendary.

He’'s Not Gone Yet

In stepping down, Castro emphasized he isn’t planning to
disappear: “This is not my farewell. My only wish is to fight
as a soldier in the battle of ideas. I shall continue to write
under the heading of ‘Reflections by comrade Fidel.’ It will
be just another weapon you can count on.” {2}

What reflections are in Castro’s future at a frail 81?7 Even
globally influential leaders must face life’s finish line.
Often spiritual matters creep into one’s thoughts during
autumn years. Castro has reflected on them in surprising ways
in the past.

In 1985 he said, “I never saw a contradiction between the
ideas that sustain me and the ideas of that symbol, of that
extraordinary figure (Jesus Christ).” {3}

Certainly Jesus displayed compassion for the poor and
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oppressed, significant Marxist concerns. But it’s hard to
envision the one who said “You will know the truth, and the
truth will set you free”{4} jailing folks for disagreeing with
him.

Years ago, Fidel wrote about a fallen comrade:

Physical life is ephemeral, it passes inexorably... This truth
should be taught to every human being—that the immortal
values of the spirit are above physical life. What sense does
life have without these values? What then is it to live?
Those who understand this and generously sacrifice their
physical life for the sake of good and justice—how can they
die? God is the supreme idea of goodness and justice.{5}

Jesus, whom Castro admired, commented on this theme: “I am the
resurrection and the life. Those who believe in me, even
though they die like everyone else, will live again. They are
given eternal life for believing in me and will never perish.”

{6}

Fidel Castro’s physical life will, of course, eventually end.
His ideas and influence could survive for generations. But as
he approaches that personal threshold we all must cross, might
thoughts of his own spiritual future intrigue him again?
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A Famous Revolutionary'’s
Surprising Past
Written by Rusty Wright

Quiz: What famous revolutionary, born in May, wrote the
following words? (The answer may surprise you.)

“Says Christ.. ‘I am the vine, you are the branches; he who
abides in Me and I in him, he bears much fruit, for apart from
Me you can do nothing...’” Our heart, our reason, history
itself, and the word of Christ, all call to us loudly and
decisively that a union with Him is an absolute necessity,
that.. only He can save us.”

Was it Pope John Paul II? Martin Luther? Billy Graham? Mother
Teresa?

A seventeen-year-old German student wrote this as part of a
school essay. Descended from a long line of rabbis, his father
had become a nominal Christian for social and economic
reasons. The lad went off to study at the University of Berlin
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where he became enamored of the writings of the recently
deceased dialectical philosopher Hegel as well as of other law
and philosophy professors.

Soon he became disenchanted with Christianity, viewing it as a
means of oppression and social control. His doctoral
dissertation expressed his disdain with religion. A few years
later he affirmed that “man makes religion, religion does not
make man” and saw religion as “the opium of the people.” He
felt “the social principles of Christianity are hypocritical.”

Thirteen years after his touching essay on union with Christ,
Karl Marx wrote (with Frederick Engels), “A specter 1is
haunting Europe—-the specter of Communism. . . . The
proletarians have nothing to lose but their chains. They have
a world to win. Workingmen of all countries, unite!”

Now, over 150 years after The Communist Manifesto was first
published, we might say, “A specter is haunting Europe-the
specter of democracy” (albeit with a few bumps). During the
collapse of the Soviet Union, Moscow demonstrators held up a
banner reading “Workers of the World, We Apologize.”

Ironically, much of the democratic fervor that swept former
Communist states during the last decade was fueled by
religious commitment. Influence by the Catholic Church 1in
Poland and the Protestant church in East Germany and Romania
were but a few examples. Prayer meetings led to demonstrations
that eventually brought down despots. A “revolution by
candlelight”, some have called it.

The hunger for spiritual fulfillment is a deep human longing.
The dedication that filling a spiritual void can bring has
sparked social reforms too numerous to detail. Eighteenth
century British parliamentarian William Wilberforce spent
decades opposing the slave trade. He endured ridicule and ill
health as he took on the moneyed establishment on an issue
that affected their pocketbook but apparently not their



conscience. Wilberforce’'s Christian conviction drove and
sustained him to a successful end.

One of Wilberforce’s chief encouragers was John Newton, a
pastor and former slave trader who found faith during a storm
at sea. He 1is perhaps best known for writing the ever-popular
song, “Amazing Grace.”

Another supporter was John Wesley, founder of Methodism. The
last letter Wesley ever wrote was to Wilberforce encouraging
him to continue his uphill fight: “0 be not weary of well
doing! Go on, 1in the name of God and in the power of his
might, till even American slavery (the vilest that ever saw
the sun) shall vanish away before it.”

Karl Marx learned to hate Christianity. How might history have
differed had the young Marx met intelligent but sensitive
believers who could have explained the faith’s intellectual
roots while demonstrating Jesus’ concern for the poor and
suffering? Could knowing Wilberforce or Newton or Wesley have
made a difference?

What about today’s socially concerned? As they watch spiritual
leaders, will they see the compassion and passionate
dedication to justice and truth that past heroes of the faith
displayed? Or will they see moral compromise and indifference?
Might a future Karl Marx be watching?

©2000 Rusty Wright. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Christian View of Government
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and Law

Kerby Anderson helps us develop a biblically based, Christian
view of both government and the laws it enforces.
Understanding that the New Testament does not direct a
particular type of government, Kerby leads us to understand
how the principles of the New Testament will help us select
governmental models that a conducive to Christian life and
witness.

Christian View of Government

Government affects our lives daily. It tells us how fast to
drive. It regulates our commerce. It protects us from foreign
and domestic strife. Yet we rarely take time to consider its
basic function. What is a biblical view of government? Why do
we have government? What kind of government does the Bible
allow?

Developing a Christian view of government is difficult since
the Bible does not provide an exhaustive treatment of
government. This itself 1is perhaps instructive and provides
some latitude for these institutions to reflect the needs and
demands of particular cultural situations. Because the Bible
does not speak directly to every area of political discussion,
Christians often hold different views on particular political
issues. However, Christians are not free to believe whatever
they want. Christians should not abandon the Bible when they
begin to think about these issues because there is a great
deal of biblical material that can be used to judge particular
political options.

The 0ld Testament teaches that God established government
after the flood (Gen. 9:6). And the 0ld Testament provides
clear guidelines for the development of a theocracy in which
God was the head of government. These guidelines, however,
were written for particular circumstances involving a covenant
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people chosen by God. These guidelines do not apply today
because our modern governments are not the direct inheritors
of the promises God made to the nation of Israel.

Apart from that unique situation, the Bible does not propose
nor endorse any specific political system. The Bible, however,
does provide a basis for evaluating various political
philosophies because it clearly delineates a view of human
nature. And every political theory rests on a particular view
of human nature.

The Bible describes two elements of human nature. This
viewpoint is helpful in judging government systems. Because
humans are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27), they
are able to exercise judgment and rationality. However, humans
are also fallen creatures (Gen. 3). This human sinfulness
(Rom. 3:23) has therefore created a need to control evil and
sinful human behavior through civil government.

Many theologians have suggested that the only reason we have
government today is to control sinful behavior because of the
Fall. But there is every indication that government would have
existed even if we lived in a sinless world. For example,
there seems to be some structuring of authority in the Garden
(Gen. 1-2). The Bible also speaks of the angelic host as being
organized into levels of authority and function.

In the creation, God ordained government as the means by which
human beings and angelic hosts are ruled. The rest of the
created order is governed by instinct (Prov. 30:24-28) and
God's providence. Insect colonies, for example, may show a
level of order, but this is due merely to genetically
controlled instinct.

Human beings, on the other hand, are created in the image of
God and thus are responsible to the commands of God. We are
created by a God of order (1 Cor. 14:33); therefore we also
seek order through governmental structures.



A Christian view of government differs significantly from
views proposed by many political theorists. The basis for
civil government is rooted in our created nature. We are
rational and volitional beings. We are not determined by fate,
as the Greeks would have said, nor are we determined by our
environment as modern behaviorists say. We have the power of
choice. Therefore we can exercise delegated power over the
created order. Thus a biblical view of human nature requires a
governmental system that acknowledges human responsibility.

While the source of civil government 1is rooted in human
responsibility, the need for government derives from the
necessity of controlling human sinfulness. God ordained civil
government to restrain evil (cf. Gen. 9). Anarchy, for
example, is not a viable option because all have sinned (Rom.
3:23) and are in need of external control.

Notice how a Christian view of human nature provides a basis
to judge various political philosophies. For example,
Christians must reject political philosophies which ignore
human sinfulness. Many utopian political theories are based
upon this flawed assumption. In The Republic, Plato proposed
an ideal government where the enlightened philosopher-kings
would lead the country. The Bible, however, teaches that all
are sinful (Rom. 3:23). Plato’s proposed leaders would also be
affected by the sinful effects of the Fall (Gen. 3). They
would not always have the benevolent and enlightened
disposition necessary to lead the republic.

Christians should also reject a marxist view of government.
Karl Marx believed that human nature was conditioned by
society, and in particular, the capitalist economy. His
solution was to change the economy so that you would change
human nature. Why do we have greed? Because we live 1in a
greedy capitalist society. Marx taught that if society changed
the economy from capitalism to socialism and then communism,
greed would cease.



Christians should reject the utopian vision of marxism because
it is based upon an inaccurate view of human nature. The Bible
teaches that believers can become new creatures (2 Cor. 5:17)
through spiritual conversion, but that does not mean that the
effects of sin are completely overcome in this life. The Bible
also teaches that we will continue to live in a world tainted
by sin. The view of Karl Marx contradicts biblical teaching by
proposing a new man in a new society perfected by man’s own
efforts.

Since civil government is necessary and divinely ordained by
God (Rom. 13:1-7), it is ultimately under God’s control. It
has been given three political responsibilities: the sword of
justice (to punish criminals), the sword of order (to thwart
rebellion), and the sword of war (to defend the state).

As citizens, Christians have been given a number of
responsibilities. They are called to render service and
obedience to the government (Matt. 22:21). Because it is a
God-ordained institution, they are to submit to civil
authority (1 Pet. 2:13-17) as they would to other institutions
of God. As will be discussed later, Christians are not to give
total and final allegiance to the secular state. Other God-
ordained institutions exist in society alongside the state.
Christians’ final allegiance must be to God. They are to obey
civil authorities (Rom.13:5) in order to avoid anarchy and
chaos, but there may be times when they may be forced to
disobey (Acts 5:29).

Because government 1is a divinely ordained institution,
Christians have a responsibility to work within governmental
structures to bring about change. Government is part of the
order of creation and a minister of God (Rom. 13:4).
Christians are to obey governmental authorities (Rom. 13:1-4,
1 Peter 2:13-14). Christians are also to be the salt of the
earth and the light of the world (Matt. 5:13-16) in the midst
of the political context.



Although governments may be guilty of injustice, Christians
should not stop working for justice or cease to be concerned
about human rights. We do not give up on marriage as an
institution simply because there are so many divorces, and we
do not give up on the church because of many internal
problems. Each God-ordained institution manifests human
sinfulness and disobedience. Our responsibility as Christians
is to call political leaders back to this God-ordained task.
Government is a legitimate sphere of Christian service, and so
we should not look to government only when our rights are
being abused. We are to be concerned with social justice and
should see governmental action as a legitimate instrument to
achieve just ends.

A Christian view of government should also be concerned with
human rights. Human rights in a Christian system are based on
a biblical view of human dignity. A bill of rights, therefore,
does not grant rights to individuals, but instead acknowledges
these rights as already existing. The writings of John Locke
along with the Declaration of Independence capture this idea
by stating that government is based on the inalienable rights
of individuals. Government based on humanism, however, would
not see rights as inalienable, and thus opens the possibility
for the state to redefine what rights its citizens may enjoy.
The rights of citizens in a republic, for example, are
articulated in terms of what the government is forbidden to
do. But in totalitarian governments, while the rights of
citizens may also be spelled out, power ultimately resides in
the government not the people.

A Christian view of government also recognizes the need to
limit the influence of sin in society. This is best achieved
by placing certain checks on governmental authority. This
protects citizens from the abuse or misuse of governmental
power which results when sinful individuals are given too much
governmental control.

The greatest threat to liberty comes from the exercise of



power. History has shown that power is a corrupting force when
placed in human hands. In the O0ld Testament theocracy there
was less danger of abuse because the head of state was God.
The Bible amply documents the dangers that ensued when power
was transferred to a single king. Even David, a man after
God’s own heart (1 Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22), abused his power
and Israel experienced great calamity (2 Sam. 11-21).

Governmental Authority

A key question in political theory is how to determine the
limits of governmental authority. With the remarkable growth
in the size and scope of government in the 20th century, it is
necessary to define clearly the 1lines of governmental
authority. The Bible provides some guidelines.

However, it is often difficult to set limits or draw lines on
governmental authority. As already noted, the 0ld Testament
theocracy differed from our modern democratic government.
Although human nature is the same, drawing biblical principles
from an agrarian, monolithic culture and applying them to a
technological, pluralistic culture requires discernment.

Part of this difficulty can be eased by separating two issues.
First, should government legislate morality? We will discuss
this in the section on social action. Second, what are the
limits of governmental sovereignty? The following are a few
general principles helpful in determining the limits of
governmental authority.

As Christians, we recognize that God has ordained other
institutions besides civil government which exercise authority
in their particular sphere of influence. This is in contrast
to other political systems that see the state as the sovereign
agent over human affairs, exercising sovereignty over every
other human institution. A Christian view is different.

The first institution is the church (Heb. 12:18-24; 1 Pet.



2:9-10). Jesus taught that the government should work in
harmony with the church and should recognize its sovereignty
in spiritual matters (Matt. 22:21).

The second institution is the family (Eph. 5:22-32, 1 Pet.
3:1-7). The family 1is an institution under God and His
authority (Gen.1:26-28, 2:20-25). When the family breaks down,
the government often has to step in to protect the rights of
the wife (in cases of wife abuse) or children (in cases of
child abuse or adoption). The biblical emphasis, however, 1is
not so much on rights as it is on responsibilities and mutual
submission (Eph. 5:21).

A third institution is education. Children are not the wards
of the state, but belong to God (Ps. 127:3) and are given to
parents as a gift from God. Parents are to teach their
children (Deut. 4:9) and may also entrust them to tutors (Gal.
4:2).

In a humanistic system of government, the institutions of
church and family are usually subordinated to the state. In an
atheistic system, ultimately the state becomes a substitute
god and is given additional power to adjudicate disputes and
bring order to a society. Since institutions exist by
permission of the state, there is always the possibility that
a new social contract will allow government to intervene in
the areas of church and family.

A Christian view of government recognizes the sovereignty of
these spheres. Governmental intervention into the spheres of
church and family is necessary in certain cases where there is
threat to life, 1liberty, or property. Otherwise civil
government should recognize the sovereignty of other God-
ordained institutions.

Moral Basis of Law

Law should be the foundation of any government. Whether law is



based wupon moral absolutes, changing consensus, oOr
totalitarian whim is of crucial importance. Until fairly
recently, Western culture held to a notion that common law was
founded upon God’s revealed moral absolutes.

In a Christian view of government, law is based upon God’s
revealed commandments. Law is not based upon human opinion or
sociological convention. Law is rooted in God’s unchangeable
character and derived from biblical principles of morality.

In humanism, humanity is the source of law. Law is merely the
expression of human will or mind. Since ethics and morality
are man-made, so also is law. Humanists’ law 1s rooted in
human opinion, and thus is relative and arbitrary.

Two important figures in the history of law are Samuel
Rutherford (1600-1661) and William Blackstone (1723-1780).
Rutherford’s Lex Rex (written in 1644) had profound effect on
British and American law. His treatise challenged the
foundations of 17th century politics by proclaiming that law
must be based upon the Bible, rather than upon the word of any
man.

Up until that time, the king had been the law. The book
created a great controversy because it attacked the idea of
the divine right of kings. This doctrine had held that the
king or the state ruled as God’s appointed regent. Thus, the
king’s word had been law. Rutherford properly argued from
passages such as Romans 13 that the king, as well as anyone
else, was under God’s law and not above it.

Sir William Blackstone was an English jurist in the 18th
century and is famous for his Commentaries on the Law of
England which embodied the tenets of Judeo-Christian theism.
Published in 1765, the Commentaries became the definitive
treatise on the common law in England and in America.
According to Blackstone, the two foundations for law are
nature and revelation through the Scriptures. Blackstone



believed that the fear of the Lord was the beginning of
wisdom, and thus taught that God was the source of all laws.
It is interesting that even the humanist Rousseau noted in his
Social Contract that one needs someone outside the world
system to provide a moral basis for law. He said, “It would
take gods to give men laws.”

Unfortunately, our modern legal structure has been influenced
by relativism and utilitarianism, instead of moral absolutes
revealed in Scripture. Relativism provides no secure basis for
moral judgments. There are no firm moral absolutes upon which
to build a secure legal foundation.

Utilitarianism looks merely at consequences and ignores moral
principles. This legal foundation has been further eroded by
the relatively recent phenomenon of sociological law. In this
view, law should be based upon relative sociological
standards. No discipline 1is more helpless without a moral
foundation than law. Law is a tool, and it needs a
jurisprudential foundation. Just as contractors and builders
need the architect’s blueprint in order to build, so also
lawyers need theologians and moral philosophers to make good
laws. Yet, most lawyers today are extensively trained in
technique, but little in moral and legal philosophy.

Legal justice in the Western world has been based upon a
proper, biblical understanding of human nature and human
choice. We hold criminals accountable for their crimes, rather
than excuse their behavior as part of environmental
conditioning. We also acknowledge differences between willful,
premeditated acts (such as murder) and so-called crimes of
passion (i.e., manslaughter) or accidents.

One of the problems in our society today is that we do not
operate from assumptions of human choice. The influence of the
behaviorist, the evolutionist, and the sociobiologist are
quite profound. The evolutionist and sociobiologist say that
human behavior is genetically determined. The behaviorist says



that human behavior is environmentally determined. Where do we
find free choice in a system that argues that actions are a
result of heredity and environment? Free choice and personal
responsibility have been diminished in the criminal justice
system, due to the influence of these secular perspectives.

It is, therefore, not by accident that we have seen a dramatic
change in our view of criminal justice. The emphasis has moved
from a view of punishment and restitution to one of
rehabilitation. If our actions are governed by something
external, and human choice is denied, then we cannot punish
someone for something they cannot control. However, we must
rehabilitate them if the influences are merely heredity and
environmental. But such a view of human actions diminishes
human dignity. If a person cannot choose, then he is merely a
victim of circumstances and must become a ward of the state.

As Christians, we must take the criminal act seriously and
punish human choices. While we recognize the value of
rehabilitation (especially through spiritual conversion, John
3:3), we also recognize the need for punishing wrong-doing.
The 0ld Testament provisions for punishment and restitution
make more sense in light of the biblical view of human nature.
Yet today, we have a justice system which promotes no-fault
divorce, no-fault insurance, and continues to erode away the
notion of human responsibility.
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